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Urban Design: Not Just ‘Delight’,
but ‘Commodity’ and ‘Firmness’ as Well.

In 1961, in The Death and Life of Great American Cities, Jane Jacobs stated 'A city
can not be a work of art'. 40 years later this message has not yet reached most
urban designers. Influenced by the discipline of architecture the achievement of
experiential value, particularly in cultural and aesthetic respects, guided by personal
form concepts, is the central issue. The focus is on final processes with a relatively
large temporal grain: the transformation of urban area (counted in years or decades).
(http://www.bk.tudelft.nl/onderzoek/portfolio/ (Research Theme Urbanisme 02-2004).
The New Charter of Athens (The European Council of Town Planners, 2003)
underlines this.

Ina Klaasen
Technical University Delft

The 'construction' of urban areas involves more though than just the experiential
value: use value and future value are design issues as well (for instance Broadbent
1990: 37). Use value implies that urban areas should be functionally organised to
accommodate daily - but also weekly and seasonally - cyclic societal processes
(and, by the way, ecological ones). Future value implies that urban dynamics should
be taken into account when making designs.
Cyclic societal processes though, especially when the temporal grain is relatively
small, get very little attention in urban design. An important reason is undoubtedly
that design ideas and proposals are communicated by means of spatial models.
Also the fact that the term 'design', both in English and as a loan word in other
languages, has an 'aesthetical flavour' (Gasparski 1993: 168), will be a contributing
factor to the emphasis on experiential value.
Spatial models have a lot of limitations, though urban designers seem often not
aware of this. An important one is that processes can only be shown indirectly. This
leads to an approach to urban design that concentrates on visual aspects as far as
experiential value is concerned, to a lack of attention for creating possibilities for
efficient temporospatial activity patterns, to inflexible and poorly adaptable 'blueprint'
proposals, and to an irresponsible use of reference images.
Study of examples of (implemented) urban designs both in Amsterdam and
elsewhere substantiate this statement.
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abstract
In 1961, in The Death and Life of Great American Cities, Jane Jacobs stated ‘A city
can not be a work of art’. 40 years later this message has not yet reached most urban
designers. Influenced by the discipline of architecture the achievement of experiential
value, particularly in cultural and aesthetic respects, is the central issue. The focus is
on final processes with a relatively large temporal grain: the transformation of urban
areas. The New Charter of Athens published by The European Council of Town
Planners (2003) underlines this.
The ‘construction’ of urban areas involves more though than just the experiential
value: use value and future value are design issues as well. Use value implies that
urban areas should be functionally organised to accommodate daily – but also
weekly and seasonally - cyclic societal processes (and, by the way, ecological ones).
Future value implies that urban dynamics should be taken into account when making
design.
Processes though, especially when the temporal grain is relatively small, get very
little attention in urban designs, an important reason being undoubtedly that design
ideas and proposals are communicated by means of spatial models. Also the fact
that the term ‘design’, both in English and as a loan word in other languages, has an
‘aesthetical flavour’ (Gasparski 1993: 168), will be a contributing factor to the
emphasis on experiential value.
Important limitations of spatial models are that invisible phenomena, and therefore
processes, can only be shown indirectly. This leads to an approach to urban design
that concentrates on visual aspects as far as experiential value is concerned, to a
lack of attention for creating possibilities for efficient temporospatial activity patterns,
to inflexible and poorly adaptable ‘blueprint’ proposals, and to an irresponsible use of
reference images. Examples of (implemented) urban designs in Amsterdam
substantiate this statement.
design versus visual design
As the essence of urban design I regard the exploration of spatial development
opportunities that can be created through coordinated spatial intercentions. Urban
designers do not merely extrapolate from observed trends like planners; they go
beyond depicting the probable. Urban designers aim to deal with ‘what might be,
could be and should be’ (Lawson 1990: 92)1. The Polish scientist W.W. Gasparski
noted that the word ‘design’ in many languages, both in English and as a loan word
in other languages, has as he put it, an ‘aesthetical flavour’ (1993: 168). This flavour
is absent from the Dutch word ontwerpen that is the conventional translation of
‘design’. To solve this translation problem I tend to use the term ‘visual design’
(vormgeving) when this ‘aesthetical flavour’ is implied.
Why this distinction between ‘design’ and ‘visual design’? The reason is that the latter
term is directly related to sensory perception and implies a certain experiential value.
I want to emphasize that the relevance of urban design for society should not
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primarily be the creation of experiential value, usually narrowed down to an aesthetic
and cultural value - see e.g. the New Charter of Athens from The European Council
of Town Planners (2003). Jane Jacobs stated in 1961, in The Death and Life of Great
American Cities, ‘A city can not be a work of art’ and I couldn’t agree more. 40 years
later this message seems not yet to have reached quite a lot of urban designers.
future value, use value, experiential value
Urban design, like it’s Dutch equivalent stedelijk ontwerpen should have a broader
goal than providing us with (visually) pleasant urban surroundings; use value and
future value are design issues as well (e.g. Broadbent 1990: 37). In an implemented
urban design spatial conditions are created for societal processes characterised by
their relatively short time cyclic nature (daily, weekly repetitions). Urban designers
should therefore address questions as ‘what activities might people wish to
participate in, in the course of a day?’, ‘can activities be combined?’, ‘do people feel
safe’?, ‘can goods be distributed?’, ‘do institutions have sufficiently large potential
user bases to be capable of functioning?’, etc. The use value is not just, as may be
argued, a responsibility of urban planners (see note 1). As Hillier and Hanson put it,
“However much we may prefer to discuss architecture in terms of visual styles, its
most far-reaching practical effects are not at the level of appearances at all, but at the
level of space. By giving shape and form to our material world, architecture structures
the system of space in which we live and move. In that it does so, it has a direct
relation … to social life …” (1984: opening sentence). The first Western architect, the
Roman Marcus Vitruvius Pollio had his priorities clear: ‘Building is divided into two
parts. The first regulates the general plan of the walls of a city and its public
buildings; the other relates to private buildings. All these should possess strength,
utility, and beauty’ (about 25 BC De architectura: I.3.22), or ‘firmness, commodity and
delight’, in Geoffrey Broadbent’s translation (1988: 44). In other words, urban
designers should in the first place focus on the societal functionality of their
proposals, and they should do so with the future in mind. They should design
functional-spatial patterns to accommodate cyclic societal processes, and should not
restrict functionality to just designating sufficient space for purely quantitative
programmatic requirements (see Fig.1). Experiential value, sensory perception, then
should support this functionality, by informing users about directions, helping them to
identify with their living environment, making them feel safe in public places and in
general providing a sense of well-being.

Fig.1 Examples of alternative function-spatial organization: 1983 layout proposals (by
designers Hosper and Baljon) for the Markerwaard polder (after Steenhuis 2000: 29).
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spatial models versus (future) reality
I propose that the fact that urban design ideas and proposals are communicated by
means of 2- and 3-dimensional spatial models3 is an important contributing factor to
the lack of attention given to societal functionality in urban design. Spatial models
(like Figs. 3, 4 and 10), although particularly suitable to develop ideas and to convey
thoughts in spatial disciplines, have their limitations. Phenomena like noise, wind,
time can’t be depicted. The difference between spatial models and reality can be
summed up as follows:
static spatial model
visible phenomena
space
objects and spatial
relations: patterns

VERSUS

dynamic reality
visible and invisible
phenomena
space and time
objects and spatial and
temporal relations: patterns
and processes

visible and invisible phenomena
The term ‘visual design’ which I introduced in the first section with regard to
experiential value, might in this light actually be considered to be pleonastic. The
sensory perception of non-visible components is, literally, left out of the picture.
People do not experience a city only visually, however – they hear, smell and feel it.
The sensation of climate is influenced by the urban fabric. There are urban elements
undergrounds that may have above-ground effects: cables, pipes, tree root systems.
Since the spatial model, moreover, is a scaled down representation, the perception
point in (future) reality will be different from the standpoint from which we view the
model. This means we have to imagine the standpoint-in-reality. People sometimes
forget to take this into account, an error that I call the ‘parachute fallacy’.
space and time
A more severe limitation of spatial models I consider to be the inability to depict the
temporal dimension. Realities as ‘time’, (and therefore) ‘movement and ‘process’
cannot be directly visualised. A spatial model of an existing or projected urban area)
is always a ‘snapshot’ of the situation at a given momenti. If we conceive of a square
or a neighbourhood as a physical system, then an analysis or a design is a ‘frozen
system’ in past, present or future reality. This may lead to loosing contact with reality.
Depicting future urban areas designers tend to choose warm, sunny days, the trees
fully grown, in leaf. A representation that bypasses people’s experience of a city at
night, in the winter, and in a gale or heavy rain and neglects the differences in
temporal grain4 appropriate to the construction of houses and, respectively, to the
maturation of trees (Fig. 3).
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Fig.3 Profile of a through road bordering on a lake; taken from a design for a
new neighbourhood to the east of Amsterdam: daytime; fully-grown trees, no
wind apparently (source: Municipality of Amsterdam)

The inability to depict ‘movement’ has its consequences as well. Urban areas are
experienced differently according to whether they are seen by a person sitting on a
bench or seen from a bicycle or a moving car. Also as we’ll see in the case of the
Dam Square below, certain conditions are necessary to facilitate movement.
objects and spatial and temporal relations: patterns and processes
The two ways to visualize ‘processes’ are (1) using arrows to indicate directions, e.g.
to indicate the direction in which a certain development should take place or (2) a
series of spatial models at different points in time (Fig. 4).

Fig.4 In this spatial model time is represented with the
help of arrows.

In both cases the processes depicted are linear ones and are, given the depicted
object - i.e. the built environment, viewed from a relatively long-term perspective, i.e.
the temporal grain is relatively large. In an urban system, however, temporally smallgrained cyclic processes play a very important role. As the built environment creates
the spatial conditions for these processes, as a consequence the built environment
should be seen as an integrated part of an urban system (whatever level of scale).
The way the built environment is depicted in Figs. 1 and 10, however, presents it as
an autonomous system, with the urban societal system and its cyclic processes
(including ecological ones) regarded as the environment of the physical urban
system. The limitation of spatial models regarding the visualisation of processes
results accordingly in urban designers focussing on the transformation (processes
counted in years or decades). When the built environment is unlinked from the urban
system as a whole, it then doesn’t really come as a surprise that the achievement of
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experiential value tends to be the central issue in designing an urban area,
particularly as we take into account the influence of the discipline of architecture on
urban design. We get artful compositions, based on personal form concepts (Heeling
(1981) 2001). Viewing an urban area as an autonomous system, also easily leads to
consider the design area as an autonomous design object seemingly permitting the
use of reference images that are taken out of their context and that are therefore
irrelevant. An example is given below (the case of the Dam Square in Amsterdam).
Another consequence of the inability to depict time in a spatial model is that urban
designs are nearly always presented as situation models (‘blueprints’ for the future),
even if this future is years away. Undoubtedly this also reflects the close relationship
between urban design and architecture. Unlike a design for a building or a bridge,
where the size of the physical system and the hence relatively short realisation time
make it possible to get by with a blueprint, the implementation of an urban design,
particularly when at a relatively large level of scale, is beset with uncertainties, owing
to the long duration of work and the large number of actors involved (Faludi 1973;
Barnett 1982). The non-temporal character of models is also no doubt the reason that
quite a few proposals for spatial interventions in physical urban systems betray little
attention to management aspects and the associated costs and an underestimation
of the dynamic of the urban situation. The latter will be illustrated in the case of the
Nieuwmarkt below.
the case of the Nieuwmarkt
The Nieuwmarkt is a public square in the centre of Amsterdam that is in actual fact a
dam across a canal. The large building in the square, de Waag, is even older.
Originally it was a city gate. Before 1990 the square itself was used as a parking area
(Fig.5). The design made to restructure and refurbish the Nieuwmarkt is an example
of an approach to urban design that concentrates on visual aspects as far as
experiential value is concerned, that lacks attention for creating possibilities for
efficient temporospatial activity patterns, and that lacks adaptability.

Fig. 5a The situation of the Nieuwmarkt and
the Dam Square (see Fig.9) in Amsterdam

Fig.5b Nieuwmarkt, situation in 1990. Photo
taken from the northeast to the southwest.

The municipality decided that parking cars on the square wouldn’t be allowed
anymore. To deter parking, attractively designed, green, open-work cast-iron fencing
was put in around the central part of the square. The flow of traffic was directed
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around the edges. The result was an ‘empty’ square – no cars, but also no trees, no
kiosks, etc. Only a few market stalls as well as a taxi rank had to be accommodated.
One of the points that came up in the public discussion concerned the location of the
taxis. For reasons of public safety (a taxi rank is a 24-hour function), people wanted
the taxis to line up not along the east side of the square but in the northwest corner,
where the Red Light District borders on the square. However, the designers rejected
this request because it did not fit into their composition.
Long strips of gray paving tiles were laid along the brownish yellow brickwork
pavement to connect the wooden benches along the water on the north side with
benches made of colorful pebbles on the south side, situated to offer a view of the
water. The direction of these long strips was chosen to mark the canal over which the
square is constructed (the broken line in Fig.6). The (historic) route for pedestrians
and cyclists (the white line in Fig.6), connecting the City Hall-annex-music-theater
with the Central Station is however unrecognizable in the present spatial situation.
Designers (and officials) opted for formal coherence instead of functional coherence or just didn’t think about it...

Fig.6 Nieuwmarkt: the white line
indicates the functional
connection; the broken line the
formal connection. (Photo
source: Municipality of
Amsterdam)

In reality at ground level the long strips of gray paving tiles are experienced differently
to when surveyed over a drawing board (Fig.7). Parts of the lines in the pedestrian
area are regularly used as a bike path because it is the most direct route. The
fencing proves to be wonderfully suitable as a place to park and secure bicycles as
Fig.7 shows. As cars often damage them they are costly. Drug users greatly
appreciate the high backs of the colorful stone benches that face away from the
square, allowing them to go about their business in relative seclusion. Daily traffic tieups are caused by the delivery trucks that supply the large supermarket located
along the square. The direct route for pedestrians and cyclists from the City Hall to
the Central Station is now signposted. It’s seen as important that people use the
route between the Nieuwmarkt and the Station Square, as the past 15 years a lot of
public and private money has been invested in renovating the buildings and
developing new public functions along it.
As was to be expected the dynamics of the metropolis have disrupted this attractive
composition. The municipal council decided to reassign part of the public space to its
previous parking function. White paint was used to mark out the parking spaces, as it
was for the cycle path (with the aim of drawing the attention of cyclists and motorists
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to this path) (Fig.8). Part of the square is now planted with trees: a small victory for
the neighbourhood. The ‘empty space’ of the square has during the years
accommodated quite a few temporary ‘buildings’ (Fig.7).

Fig.7 The Nieuwmarkt as seen from east to west.

Fig.8. The Nieuwmarkt seen
from the 4th floor of a house
at the south side of the
square. In the background de
Waag.

the case of the Dam Square
I doubt if there is any one who has been to Amsterdam who hasn’t visited The Dam
Square, with the Royal Palace, The New Church and the National War monument.
The recent redesign of Dam Square in the centre of Amsterdam (Fig.9; see also
Fig.5a) is another example of how focussing on aesthetics can undermine the use
value. It is also an example of whereto a reference image taken out of context, may
lead.

Fig.9 Master plan for the reconstruction
of Dam Square, Amsterdam. Photograph
of scale model viewed from south
(designed by Simon Sprietsma,
Municipality of Amsterdam). Source: Het
Parool, 19-02-2000. The Royal Palace is
on the left and the National War
Monument is on the right.

The design shown in Fig.9 underlines the design policy of the Municipality of
Amsterdam – also encountered in the case of the Nieuwmarkt - to keep public space
in the inner city empty (see e.g. the memorandum Leeg, Schoon en Heel (‘Empty,
Clean and Whole’), published in 1996). This seems a remarkable standpoint as long
as one does not realize that the term ‘empty’ does not refer to the absence of users.
This illustrates of course the design approach in which the physical urban system is
seen as autonomous, and not as an integrated part of the urban system as a whole.
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Before the new design had been implemented, I wrote: “Although the composition
may be considered beautiful, the users are absent. In view of the masses of
pedestrians and cyclists crossing the square, it would seem that problems of traffic
safety (just think of the trams!) will be unavoidable. And where can people park all
those bicycles?” (Klaasen 2000: 63). At that stage I didn’t know yet that the square
would be paved with old-fashioned cobblestones - no doubt to accentuate the
historical dimension of the square. After the implementation in 2001 a flood of
criticism developed. On the one hand in a urban design journal the design was
praised as ‘a demonstration of professional skill ... with a touch of Modernity’ (Dooren
2001: 33), and was called a ‘major success; monumental!’ (by the Dutch composer
Peter Schat in the daily newspaper NRC-Handelsblad, 03-05-01). On the other hand
the public called a spade a spade. ‘The whole square is one large pedestrian area….
where trams, cars and bicycles go right trough. I estimate that tramline 14…will be
the first one to be called a murderer’, the columnist Hans Ree wrote in NRCHandelsblad (15-05-01). He pointed out that the reference image, the Plaza Mayor in
Madrid is in fact a traffic free square… and he quoted a police officer as saying: “A
lunatic has been at work here. We are just waiting for the first fatality.” Another
columnist in the same paper: ‘It’s lovely, the Dam Square, but you can’t walk on it’
(24-08-01). And in a ‘letter to editor’ of another newspaper: ‘This designer is not a
woman, does not cycle, has no children and has never walked on crutches.’(De
Volkskrant 01-06-01).
The Amsterdam Council decided in 2002 that changes would have to be made,
particularly to make the square accessible for people in wheelchairs and for blind
people (to date not implemented). The same year the designer received a design
award from the Amsterdam Arts Council.
The predicted traffic accidents (one fatal) have alas occurred. Not providing parking
facilities for bicycles of course hasn’t prevented people from parking them – only
more in a chaotic way then before the renovation: Fig.10.

Fig.10 In the background the
National War Monument; in
the foreground, bicycles
parked in front of De
Bijenkorf department store.
This publication is the result of the research programme Sustainable Urban Areas, carried
out and financed by Delft University of Technology.
Unless otherwise indicated the photographs are made by the author.

notes
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1

In some languages, English among them, the distinction between ‘design’ and ‘planning’
might be less clear then in others, for instance Dutch (Gasparski1993). The distinction in my
opinion is advisible though. See Klaasen 2004
2

http://www.ukans.edu/history/index/europe/ancient_rome/E/Roman/Texts/Vitruvius/home.ht
ml -04-2004)
3

To avoid a possible misunderstanding: I use the term ‘model’ in it’s general scientific
meaning (a reduction of reality by omitting elements or attribute of elements considered
irrelevant, or by categorizing element(-attributes)); not in the way it was defined in the 18th
century by the French rationalist architectural theorist Quatremère de Quincy, i.e. as
something that can be copied in reality (a prototype) (Broadbent 1990: 90 ff.; Leupen 2002:
113; Klaasen 2004: 17). Both analyses and designs are spatial models.

4

"The smallest difference that we wish to or are able to perceive, conceive or represent while
not yet designating it as 'equality' is ... the 'grain' of the perception, concept or
representation," states De Jong (1992: 16). Registering may relate to the concrete size of an
element, but also to its visual or functional sphere of influence.
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